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DISTRIBUTION, ABUNDANCE, AND SEASONALITY

Rare to very uncommon from October to early April in marine waters along rocky coast
from San Luis Obispo Co. north, with stragglers remaining through the summer. Also
found uncommonly in winter along the Fresno river. Formerly nested May to August on large
sierran rivers from Madera to Tuolomne cos. (Cogswell 1977, McCaskie et al. 1979, Garrett
and Dunn 1981). The only recent nesting records (1971,1972, and 1976) were on the upper
Mokelumne River in Amador and Calaveras counties. Also thought to breed at Upper Twin
Lake, Eagle Lake, Thermalito Afterbay, Greenhorn reservoir, and in patches along the
Feather, Tuolumne, American and Merced rivers.

SPECIFIC HABITAT REQUIREMENTS

Feeding: Eats almost entirely animal foods, mainly crustaceans, mollusks, and (on
breeding grounds) aquatic insects. Along coast in winter, dives for food in turbulent water
along rocky shores, taking invertebrates from rocks or pilings. On breeding grounds, in
turbulent rivers, most often dives for food, but also forages by tipping up, or merely immersing
head. Sometimes wades in shallow water or walks on bottom, underwater.

Cover: Along the coast, rests on the water, or near water on offshore rocks or rocky
shores (Cogswell 1977). On breeding grounds, commonly rests on river banks (Bellrose
1976). Prefers to escape by swimming or diving, rather than flying.

Reproduction: Probably still breeds rarely in California. Usually nests along shores of
shallow, swift rivers with plentiful aquatic invertebrates. Nest often is in a recess, sheltered
overhead by stream bank, rocks, woody debris, or low shrubs, but there is no evidence of
nesting in tree cavities (Palmer 1976). Nest usually is within 2 m (7 ft) of water, but may be
up to 20 m (66 ft) away. Islands in rivers are preferred (Palmer 1976). Broods are led to a
quiet portion of stream, preferably with hiding places under overhanging vegetation, and
remain there until half grown (Palmer 1976).

Water: No additional data found.

Pattern: This species winters in turbulent waters along the rocky outer coast, and breeds
rarely along shores of swift shallow rivers, where it feeds. Rests on water, river banks, or
rocky shores.

SPECIES LIFE HISTORY

Activity Patterns: Yearlong, apparently diurnal activity only. Feeds most actively very
early and late in day (Bellrose 1976).



Seasonal Movements/Migration: Except for a few breeding pairs and stragglers, the
California wintering population migrates to breeding grounds in the northwestern U. S. and
Canada, and is absent from late April to September.

Home Range: In Iceland, where breeding pairs were numerous, home ranges were very
small, but were not measured (Bengtson 1966). Breeding densities averaged 1.3 pairs per
km of river (2.1 pairs per mile).

Territory: In Iceland, drakes did not defend breeding territories, but they defended small
areas around their mates (Bengtson 1972).

Reproduction: Pairs form along coast in winter or early spring. In California, nests rarely
from May to August (Cogswell 1977). Monogamous, solitary nester. Clutch size usually 3-7,
and seldom more than 9. Single brooded. Incubation 27-29 days. The precocial young are
tended by the hen only, but several families commonly combine into larger groups. The hen
may desert the young before they are able to fly. Apparently breeds first at 2 yr.

Niche: In Iceland, predators on eggs included ravens, minks, and foxes (Bengtson 1972).
There was little predation on ducklings. Adults are killed by foxes and gyrfalcons in the arctic.
Few are killed by hunters.

Comments: A California Species of Special Concern. Both breeding and wintering
populations in California have declined, probably resulting from human disturbance of
breeding streams, and damming of rivers (Remsen 1978).
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